
One scholar found canoon ponmyals t3ll!cted at childrcn 10 be particularly offensivc. In a 1983
study, for example. Barcus observed that:

Cartoon comedy programs contain the most blatant ethnic stereotypes. These
programs...frequently provide cruel stereotypes of ethnic minorities. And
canoon comedies alone amount to nearly one-half of all program time in
children's TV.29

Figure 2
Traits of TV Characters 1955-1986
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More recent studies
suggest that portrayals of
Hispanics as poor or lazy
have not improved signifi
cantly since the 1955-86 pe
riod. The Pitzer College
study, which examined a
week of TV network pro
gramming in 1992. showed
that 75% of [Hispanic] characters studied were in the lower socioeconomic status category vs. 24% of
Blacks and 17% of Whites. According 10 the study's authors. "In general. African Americans are ponrayed
positively on prime-time TV.... Latinos were more likely described a~ powerless and stupid...n Given these
research findings. it is not surprising that one researcher has concluded that Hispanics and other minorities
"have replaced Blacks in the lower social classes on television."J3

One common media stereotype is that Hispanics are poor. of low socioeconomic status. and lazy.
The Michigan State study noted that "half [of Hispanic characters] arc lazy. and very few show much
concern for their futures. Most have had very lillie education. and their jobs reflect that fact. "30 The
Lichters' analysis revealed
similar results: according to
the Center for Media and
Public Affairs. Hispanics on
TV in the 1955-86 period
were nearly twice as likely as
Whites to be of "low socio
economic status," half as
likely to be a"professional or
executive," and 50% more
likely to be ponrayed as an
"unskilled laborer."31 (See
Figure 2.)

Asecond common stereotype casts Hispanics as "failures": the two major studies in the field both
confirm the media's tendency to equate Latino characters with a lack of success. According to the Center
for Media and Public Affairs. the "failure" rate of Hispanics was more than double that of Blacks and 50%
higher than that of Whites during the 1955-86 period. This high failure rate was compounded by a low
success rate of Hispanic characters: according to the Lichters' research. Latino characters were less likely to
have succeeded in achieving their objectives than either Wilites or Biacks.35 (See Figure 3.) Similarly. the .
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Annenberg study covering the 1982-92 period found thal. in terms of "outcome:' LatinolHispanic and
Asian/Pacific American characters have higher relative failure rates than other groUps.36

Another variant of this theme involves ponrayals of Hispanics as people who do not have to be
taken seriously. According to the Pitzer College study of the 1992 season. fuUy 44% of Latinos on TV were
"condescended to or patronized" on screen. compared to 30% of Blacks and only 21% of Whites.~7 Yet
another variation of the stereotype ponrays Hispanics as untrustworthy. Over the 1955-86 period. the Lichters'
research found that 20% of Hispanic characters were "deceivers or tricksters:' compared to 13% of White
characters and 12% of Black charncters.3~

Figure 3
Traits of TV Characters 1955-1986
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Perhaps no issue has been more explosive
- and exploited - in recent years than crime:
in fact some political analysts have attributed
the outcome of a recent Presidential election
in pan to a single series of television adver
tisements. In this context. portrayals of His
panics as criminals are particularly damaging.
The Center for Media and Public Affairs study
found that Hispanic characters were twice as
likely as Whites. and three times as likely as
Blacks. to commit a television crime. Fully
22 percent of Hispanic characters portrayed on
TV during the 1955-86 period were criminals.
compared to II % of Whites and only 7% of
Blacks. The report noted that "despite being
outnumbered three to one. Hispanic characters
have commilled more violent crimes than
Blacks" ol1lelcvision.w

In sum. Hispanics in lelevision entertainment progr.uns are bolh more likely to be portrayed nega
lively and less likely to be portrayed positively than any other group. In addition. TV portrayals tend to
reinforce derogatory stereotypes of Latinos as people who are poor. of low status. lazy. deceptive. and
criminals.

Hispanics appear 10 have been portrayed negatively in the "objective" news media as
well. One of the flTSt studies conducted on Latino portrayals in the news media was a 1969 analysis of
Puerto Ricans in the New York Times and Ne...· York Post. which revealed that the English-language dailies
showed little interest in Puerto Ricans. who were referred to with negative attributes and covered primarily
in terms of their social disadvantages and problems. The authors found that three-fourths of a total of 64
stories dealing with Puerto Ricans centered on intergroup relations and that 85 percent of these were "prob
lem-oriented" stories. The authors concluded that:

Puerto Ricans are discussed and reponed in the English-language press pri
marily in the context of the problems or difficulties that they pose for Anglo
society. whereas their cultural activity and creativity is by and large over
looked.~o
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Hispuic TV Stereotypes
in the 19805

Ironically, lelevlSlon'S multlcu/lural world of the
19805 provided an updated version of Ihe stereo
typical Hispanic banditos who populaled Ihe west
erns 30 years earlier. Crime shows like Miami
Vice. Hill Street Blues. and Hunter presented HiS
paniC drug lords as a major nemesIs As
scriptwriter Ben Stein observed, "any time aCu
ban or Colombian crosses the lube. he leaves a
good thick trail of cocame behmd."

In aWidely noted 1982 epISOde of HIli Street
Blues, Lt. Calletano (the late Rene Enriquez) was
chosen by the department as "HispaniC Officer of
the Year.' Al the award banquet. however. the Co
lombian Calletano was identified as a Puerto
Rican. and Mexican food was served. Angered,
he launched inlo a denunciation of continuing
prejudice among hiS self-satisfied co-workers: "I
look around thiS room ...and the only other HIS
panics I see are walters and busboys." He might
have been speaking on behalf of all HispaniC char
acters 111 the teleVISion Industry.

Sadly, the highest profile Latino characters of
the most recent televiSion season have been EriC
and Lyle Menendez, whose murder lrial was fea
tured In two made-for-televISlon movies

SOI//'ce: eenler for Media and I)ublic AJl'airs. A
7ill/' anil'O Mil/(mli('~. forthl.·oming 1994.

Hispanics. like other minorities. are highly sus
ceptible to stereotyping by the news media. Journalism
scholars Felix Gutierrez and Clint C. Wilson have ob
served that the covemge of minority issues during the
1970s often focused inordinate attention on the more
bizarre or unusual elements of minority communities.
such as youth gangs. illegal immigration. or interracial
violence (see box). While these are legitimate news top
ics. the emphasis on such covcragc and the near absence
of other news stories or dr.tmatic thcmes involving mi
norities resulted in a new stereotype of mcial minorities
as "problem people:' groups either besct by problems
or causing Ihem for the larger society.'"

Although there is a paucity of comprehensive
survey research in this area. some empirical research has
been carried out which verifies the characterization of
Hispanics in the news as "problem people." For example.
in a 1989 study of the Albuquerque Journal and San
Antonio Express-News. researchers found that although:

... Hispanics and Hispanic issues are
present in the newspaper newshole in
proportion to their presence in the popu
lation...; Hispanics were much too promi
nently reported as 'problem people.' for
example. in judicial and crime news and
ncws of riots...1

A 1990 San Francisco State University study
of local news coverage in the Bay Area found that:

[P)cople of color. Latinos in particular.
wcrc most frequcntly depictcd in crimc
storics. Convcrscly. no Latinos werc
depictcd in lifestyle storics. no Asians in busincss. and no people of color of
any stripe in obituaries.

Thc author. Professor Ema Smith. notes Ihal "the results echo every study of press coverage of non
whites dating back to the 19505.....3

The Annenberg study of TV programming over the 1982-92 period found that women make news
as govemment officials and business persons combinoo 9.9 times as much as in crime-related stories; Ihe
ratio for mcn is 8.2. and for Latinos 5.0. In other words. according to the Annenberg researchers. for one
woman in crime news there are 2.6 in business news; for one man in crime news there are 1.7 in business
news; but for each Latino in crime news there is only one in business news..j.J
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Based on these types of stud
ies, Wilson and Gutierrez concluded
that in recent years mainsU'eam press
reponing ha'l:

...emphasized ethnic
minorities on "welfare"
who Jive in crime-in
fested neighborhoods;
lack educational oppor
lunity, job skills. and
basic language skills:
and in the circumstance
of Latinos and South
easl Asians, are prob
ably DOllegilimate U.S.
citizens.~~

These negative portrayals are
exacerbaled by Ihe facl Ihal they are
rarely counter-balanced by Hispanics
who appear in more posilive sellings in
the news. As documented above. Lati
nos are severely underrepresented as
spokespersons. expert aUlhorilies. or
"newsmakers.'· Thus, r.lther than help
IIlg 10 overcome Ihe negalive image of
Lllmos fostered by entenainmeDl pro
gramming. the news media appear to
remforce Ihis image Ihrough oflen ste
rcolyplcal news coverage.

D. A[ontEmporory ViEW

1. OUHuiEW

In order to collect Ihe
most complete and recent data avail
able. Ihe Nalional Council of La Raza
recently commissioned Ihe Center for
Media and Public Affairs to conduct a
special analysis of IwO groups of pro
grams aired during Ihe 1992-93 lelevi
sion season. The first set of programs
analyzed consists of a sample of nel
work fictional programming: this is es-

10

Newspaper Coverage O,er Three Decades

The NCLR magazine, ....., published during the 1970s and early
198Os, devoted much space to the issue of Hispanics and the media. Ex
cerpted belOw is a1978 arlicle by Felix Gutierrez. then aprolessor of Jour
nalism at California State University at Northridge. which made nOle of sev
eral instances of inaccurate and stereotypical coverage of Hispanics from
the nation's lOp media outlets.

For many years. Chicanos were the "invisible minority" in the news
media. When news organizations began to wake up 10 the exist
ence of Chicanos in the mid-1960s they often rushed to cover the
group with simplislic overviews and facile headlines that revealed
more of their own biases than the realily of the people they sought
to cover.

FranCISCO J. Lewels, head of the Mass Communication Depart
ment of the University of Texas at EI Paso. wrote in hiS 1974 book,
The Use of the Media by the Chicano Movement

Unlil recently. daily newspapers have given lillie coverage 10
the Spanish-speaking commumly. In the Southwest, Mexi
can Americans have been traditionally lell out of the news
COlumns except when involved In crimes or accidents. In the
society pages. SpaniSh names did nol appear unless they were
in reference to vlsiling dignitaries or to the wealthiest Mexi
can families. In the lale 1950s and early 19605 papers began
using small pictures of MeXican American brides on the baCk
page of the society section for the first time. but even then.
Anglo marriages were given much larger play.

The Atlantic headlined a1967 overview article on Chicanos
as "The Minority NobOdy Knows: indicating that " the exist
ence of Chicanos was news to the editors of The Atlantic it
must be news to everyone else who mattered. A Time maga
zine reporter riding through East Los Angeles in 1967 wrole
about "tawdry taco Joints and rollicking cantinas." the reek of
cheap wine: and "lurid hot rods." A1969 Los Angeles tele
viSion documentary was titled "The Siesta is Over: implying
that the area's two million Chicanos had been taking il easy
tor decades.

[More recently], awashington Postseries on Chicanos (March
20-24, 1978) said the group lives in apart of the United States
they can "MexAmerlca: the title of the series. The term
"MexAmerica" IS not used by Chicanos. but was invenled by
Washington Post staffers to catch the eyes of editors and read
ers.

SUllreI': A!ll.'//(Ja· AlUllmal ulHispallic JUlies. November/December 1978
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sentially an update of the sample included in the Center's long-tenn study covering the 1955-86 period. The
second set of programs examines two genres that are increasingly popular but rarely analyzed - reality
based shows and first-run syndicated series. The sample was assessed both from the perspective of the
extent 10 which Hispanics appeared in such programming. as well as the types of roles portrayed by His
panic characters. Summary findings of this special analysis are reponed below.~~

B. nEtwork fictionol rrogromming

oWhile

• Slack

oHispanic

Figure 4
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Perhaps the mosl striking single finding is how lillie has changed for Latinos in network
entenainment in recent years. AI a time when Black representation on television nearly trtplt:d - from 6%
over the 1955-86 period lO 17% in 1992-93 - Hispanic ponmyals dropped from 2% to I%. according to the
Center's study.

From an historical
perspective. Black characters
were actually less prevalent
than Hispanic characters in
the 1950s and early 1960s.
From 1965 to 1974. Blacks
outnumbered Hispanics on
television by a two to one
margin (6% vs. 3%). How-
ever. this gap widened in the
1970s and 1980s. as the
Black-to-Hispanic ratio of
TV characters grew to more
than three to one. By the
1992-93 season. the ratio was
a staggering 17 Black char
acters for every Hispanic
character on television.~J

Hispanics also con- Source: c_nle, lor ...tll.I ...d Pulll.c A"_I,.
tinue to be portrayed in a
negative manner on network
TV. For example. Latino characters were more likely than either Whites or Blacks to be portrayed as being
of low socioeconomic status. At the opposite end of the economic ladder. while almost as many African
Americans as Whites are portrayed as being wealthy (16% and 18%, respectively). the proponion of wealthy
Hispanics has fallen over the years until none remained in the sample by the 1975-86 period; Ihis lack of
Latino representation among the wealthy continued during the 1992-93 period. The one piece of good news
revealed by the study is that the proportion of Hispanic ch:ij"aclers in professional occupations (25%) equalled
that of Blacks (24%). although both minority groups continued 10 fare less well than Whites (33%) in this
respect. (See Figure 4.)

This partial advance notwithstanding. negative ponrayals ofHispanics in the 1992-93 season were
considerably higher than those of other groups; Latinos were twice as likely as Whites and three times as
likely as Blacks to be portrayed in negative roles (18% vs. 8% and 6%. resptX:tively).
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Hispanics also con
tinued to ponray criminals
more frequently than other
groups. During the 1992-93
season. Latino characters
were four times more likely
to commil a crime than were
either Whites or Blacks (16%
for Latinos vs. 4% for both
Whites and Blacks: see Fig
ure 5). Similarly. 9% of His
panic TV characters engaged
in violent behavior - more
than double the proponion of
Whites and Blacks (4% and
3%. respeclively).

S-rce: cenler lor Med" and PulllUc Allel,.

3. 3gndirotEd and
REality-Baud
frog ramming
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Among the faslest-growing and moSl
popular program genres on tclevision are so
called 'reality-ba.<;ed· shows such as Cops. and
first-run syndicalcd series such as Star Trfk:
The NexT GeneraTion. While such programs
may well offer TV viewers grealerdiversity in
some respecls. Ihe Center's analysis revealed
lhat, if anything. Ihese shows pain! an even
more negalive porlrayal of Lalinos than the
networks.

For example. oul of a 10lal of 472
characters analyzed from a sample of syndi
cated series, only six or 1% were Hispanics.
Allhough Ihis figure is so low thai illimilS the
researcher's ability to draw statistically reli
able inferences. three of the six Hispanic char
acters were ponrayed negatively and two en
gaged in criminal activity. For comparison
purposes. oul of the overall sample only about
one of five charJ.Clers were ponrayed nega
lively.

Realily-based shows in the 1992-93
season were notable for containing a relatively

12

"Law and Order"

Even ShOws that strive for asocially relevant message
can end up reinforcing television'S decades-old stereotype
of Hispanics as violent criminals, For example, a1992 epi
sode of Lawand Order focused on the murder of awealthy
White college cooed who was beaten to death. Suspicion
falls on her MeXican Amencan boyfriend. aSChOlarship stu
dent named Tommy. The detense team tries to portray the
boy as the victim of asociety thai won't admit to its class
distinctions and prejudices, Appealing for averdict of tem
porary insanity, Tommy's lawyer describes him as a
"wetback, abeaner, agreaser.. " trying to break into awealthy
Cadillac and country club set. The lawyer argues thaI he
killed his girlfriend when her attempt to leave him activated
his pent-up rage agamst alifetime of SOCial slights and dis
crimination. But the Black prosecutor strongly challenges
these claims. even critiCIZing hiS own While colleagues for
gOing easy on Tommy because of hiS background, The lury
finds Tommy guilty of murder

Source; Celller Il)r Medii! and l>ublil: Aflairs. A iiI Ie 11'1ivo
Millorities. fonhcoming 1994.

NCLR· 0111 of tilt' PiClIIre: Hisptlnics in tile Media



high proponion of Latino characters: unfonunately. nearly half of these characters were criminals. Accord
ing to the Center's data. Hispanics accounted for eight percent of the chaJacters in these programs. How
ever. a stunning 45% of Latinos ponrayed on these shows commined crimes. compared to 10% of the
Whites who were shown. Lichter and Amundson conclude that:

These findings reflect the topical focus of these programs. most of which arc
real-life cops and robbers shows. For the most part. our study found. they
show Whites enforcing the laws and minorities breaking them.48

Measured by both the number and proponion of chaJacters. or the quality of roles ponrayed. His
panics on TV network shows appear 10 have made little progress since the 1950s. In the cOlllext of the
I990s. this absence of progress is quite remarkable: it has taken place at a time when Hispanics are among
the fastest-growing population groups in the U.S.. when rapid demognlphic change is focusing increasing
allention on multicullural themes and issues. and against a backdrop of significant improvement in the
proponion and quality of ponrayals of African Americans and perhaps other minorities as well. As the
Center concluded. "Steppin' Fetchit may be a distant memory. but 'Jose Jimenez' seems alive and well."
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II. ThE Impact of UndUrEprESEntation
and nEgotioE fortrogols

A. OUEruiew
The combination of severe underrepresentation and negative media ponrayals of Hispanics con

tributes to a decidedly negative image of Latinos within the broader society. Although the precise causal
relationships involved remain the subject of considerable academic debate. on balance the research clearly
demonstrates that the media coverage and ponrayals both foster and reinforce negative public images of
Hispanics. Furthennore. in its failure to portray Latinos positively. the media have neglected to take any
affirmative steps to reverse negative stereotypes of Hispanics.

The following section describes the theoretical and empirical evidence regarding the overall im
paci of the media on public anitudes and perceptions: assesses public attitudes toward and opinions of
Hispanics: and discusses the larger implications for Latinos and American society.

B. "OW nedio fortrogols 8hope fublic AttITUdes
The question of how and to what extent media portrayals. images. and news coverage affect public

opinion. attitudes. and behavior is highly controversial. There is currenlly. for example. a highly visible
public debate regarding the extent to which TV violence can be linked to apparent increases in violent
behavior within society in general. and among youth in panicular. Similarly. the question of whether - and
to what extenl - negative and sexisl media portrayals of women are related to individual acts of violence
againsl women is a mailer of considerable public controversy.

In addilion. underlying much of Ihe public debate is a classic "chicken and egg" problem. Alone
extreme. some argue Ihal the media serve aimosl exclusively as a "mirror" of society at-large. These ob
servers assert thai opinions and behaviors attributed to Ihe media are. in fact. already present in society and
are due largely to factors unrelaled 10 media porlrayals and coverage. AI the opposile extreme. others tend
to portray the media as a kind of "magic bullel" which has Ihe ability to consistently and precisely shape
opinions and atliludes largely irrespective of other societal or individual factors.

In general. the research demonstrates Ihat. within significanllimitations. the media have consider
able influence on public opinions and attitudes. These limitations relate principally to how media messages
are received and interpreted by different audiences: according to Wilson and Gutierrez:

Rather than a mere targel for a bullel. the mass audience is more accurately
described as a complex sel of groups and individuals who make selective
decisions about which media 10 use. whal infonnation to retain from the me
dia. and how to interpret whallhey see and remember.... Because of the wide
range of social and psychological factors affecting how a person thinks and
aCIS. it is difficult to pinpoint specific effects of media on how people think
and act. \

Although social science research has yet to definilively answer these questions. a broad consensus
appears to be emerging among experts in the field. particularly with respect to media portrayals of minority
groups.
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Summaries of Theoretical Research

Legitimation Theory

In 1972, the U.S. Surgeon General released alandmark study, Television andSocialBehavior, which
among anumber of findings, made the first linkages between viewing violence on television and aggressive
behavior Stanford University Professor Cedric Clark also explored the issue of race and television. Clark
noted that in asociety as large as the United States. the media confer social "legitimation· in two ways 
through recognition and respect. Clark concluded that. through underrepresentation in programming, racial
and ethnic minorities were not "recognized· by the media.

Clark argued that mmorities are not afforded respect by the media as well. the other key component
to legitimation. Respect manifests itself in how behavior is defined. assessed (whether it is "good· or "bad·),
and accounted for by the media and the audience. For example, Clark noted that when Indians won abattle, it
was termed a"massacre: but when non-Indians won, it was a"victory.·

Cultivation Analysis

George Gerbner. of the Annenberg School of CommunicatIOns' Cultural Indicators ProJect, posited the
"cultivation analysis· theory In the 1972 Surgeon General report. Cultivation analysis recognizes that teleVI
SIOn has become the primary source of everyday Information and socialization, and for many the only source
of entertainment and mformatlon GerMer theorizes that continual, long-term exposure to television'S mes
sages reiterates, confirms, and nourishes, In other words "cultivates: its own values and perspectives. There
fore, the more one watches television, the more likely it is that one's opinions and attitudes on certain subjects
or groups, such as minorities, are shaped by television. For example, Gerbner noted that there IS considerable
evidence that heavy exposure to teleVision cultivates exaggerated perceptions of the number of people in
volved in violence in any given week

The cultivation process has adversely affected groups who are absent from or portrayed badly on
televis Ion. In 1980, Gerbner found that television produced no positive images at all of the elderly, and that the
more people, especially young people, watch television, the more negatively they perceive the elderly. Heavy
viewers were found to believe that the elderly are not adaptable, alert. or competent. In a1982 report. the
Annenberg School expressed concern over the "cultivation of a relatively restrictive view of women's and
minority rights among [lelevision] viewers."

The "Drench Hypothesis"

More recently, Michigan State Professor Bradley Greenberg has taken issue with the idea that atti
tudes and beliefs about mmorities gleaned from television are shaped gradually and incrementally. Greenberg
notes that there are several examples where one program or series has been compelling, forceful, challenging,
dramatic, and/or popular enough to substantially change attitudes. He cites The Golden Girls as profoundly
changing attitudes towards older women and The Cosby Show changing attitudes about Afncan Americans.
He contends that media research and advocacy should focus more on critical or influential portrayals than on
sheer numbers.

L ThEoretical and fmpiricol fuidEncE
A number of media scholars have developed theories regarding how the media shapes public atti

tudes toward minority groups (see box). While there is disagreement within the scholarly community with
respect to precisely how socielal perceplions of minorities are shaped by the media. there is widespread
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agreemem that underrepresemation and negative portrayals of such groups are. in fact. hannful to these
groups' public image.

Notwithstanding the continuing theoretical debate on this subject. the weighl of the empirical
evidence demonstrates quite conclusively thai the media have substantial influence in shaping attitudes
toward and opinions of minorily groups in several key respects. Firs!. researchers have found that media
ponrayals tend to have their strongesl effects in shaping attitudes towards groups. such as minorities. with
which the audience has little direct contact or knowledge. According to the American Psychological Asso
ciation:

Television ponrayals...may cultivate attitudes and beliefs about minorities
among the wider popUlation. Images of status inequality can both create and
maintain inequality in the broader society. The less real-world information
viewers have about a social group. the more apt they are to acceptlhe televi
sion image of that group.2

In their extensive assessment of televised portrayals of Hispanics. Faber. O·Guinn. and Meyer
note thal: .

Communications researchers have long believed that an absence of other
sources of information can lead to situations where the media have large and
powerful effects. Therefore. the members of the host society who have the
least direct contact with minority groups may be the most influenced by me
dia portrayals.'

Other researchers have linked this overall tendency to public perceptions of the Latino community.
For instance. in his overview on Hispanics in the media. University of Texas Professor Federico Subervi
explained Ihal:

...messages presented by the media may have significant effects on the audi
ence. especially regarding events. topics. and issues about which the audi
ence ha~ no direct knowledge or experience. Thus. for millions of people in
this country. asignificant pan of the information they receive and the notions
they develop about Hispanics may often be products of mass media mes
sages.4

This phenomenon appears to have particular influence on children and young adults. For example.
in an American jewish Committee survey of several hundred high school student~ in New York City. the
Lichters note that television exercises its greatest influence on:

.. .those who do not hold strong opinions or who have no opinion or informa
tion about a particular subject. In dealing with socially relevant topics like
racial and ethnic relations. TV not only emenains. it conveys values and
messages that people may absorb unwittingly. This is panicularly the case
with young people.5

UCLA Professor Gordon Berry. in his review of research done on children and multicultural por
trayals on lelevision. found that. "children's beliefs and feelings about [isolaled] minority groups frequently
are influenced by the way they are ponrayed on television.6 Astudy by University of Wisconsin Professor
Blake Armstrong and Cleveland Stale University Kimberly Neuendorf confirms the point. In a survey of
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several hundred college students from 1980-86. they detennined that the level of media exposure of White
college students strongly influenced their beliefs about the social and economic standing of Black and
White Americans. particularly among those students who have had few opponunities for direct interracial
contact.7

Second. expert opinion and empirical research confinns that the media playa powerful role in
reinforcing pre-existing stereotypes. After reviewing a number of research studies on this question. Wilson
and Gutierrez detennined that:

.. .the studies that have been done show that negative. one-sided. or stereo
typed media ponrayals and news coverage do reinforce racist attitudes in
those members of the audience who have such attitudes and can channel mass
actions against the group that is stereotypically ponrayed. The studies also
show that bigoted persons watching television programs ridiculing bigotry
interpret such programs as reinforcing their pre-existing beliefs.~

Similarly. in a study of high school students in New York City. the American Jewish Committee
found that although television has no magical power to change finnly-held beliefs. it can powerfUlly rein
force stereotypical attitudes about minorities that are already held by the audience.9

Empirical research ha'i shown that television exposure can lead to the development and strength
ening of stereotypes. panicularly with audiences that have minimal direct contact with or knowledge of
Latinos and other minority groups. For example. in a repon on children and gender stereotypes. researchers
from Georgetown University and the University of Kansas examined a series of studies and found they
suppon the premise that heavy television exposure is associated with high levels of gender stereotyping.
Elementary school children who remained heavy viewers over time became increasingly "gender-typed."
while those who were stable light viewers became less "gender-typed... )(1

Third. there is considerable evidence that media ponrayals can have the effect of reducing cenain
stereotypes. apparently confirming the role the media can play in counter-acting pre-existing beliefs. Fur
thermore. the evidence strongly suggests that positive media portrdyals of minorities can change attiludes
and beliefs of non-minorities. In an evaluation of the show. Freestyle. Johnston and Ettema indicated that
children who watched the series had less stereotyped views about appropriate behavior for girls and boys
than nonviewers and were more tolerant of nontraditional activities. occupations. and family roles. II Simi
lar results were reponed by Davidson. Yasuno. and Tower. who found thai five- to six-year-old girls who
saw a cartoon showing women as good athletes subsequently gave less-stereotyped responses on a gender
attitudes measuremenlthan those who saw a neutral or gender-stereotyped cartoon.l~

Another example involves educational programs such as Sesame Street. which appear to have
generated more positive altitudes of Blacks and Latinos in White children. In a study of children's viewing
habits. Hunter College Professor Sherryl Browne Graves found that there was a positive attitude change for
Black children who saw any type of ponrayal of Blacks and for the White children who saw a positive
portrayal. However. White children exposed to a negative ponrayal changed the most and in a negative
direction. Overall. Graves stated "these results suggest that while the mere presence of Black TV characters
may have a positive impact on Black children. the type of characterization of Blacks is critical in tenns of
the potential negative impact on White children."\3

Based on their college student survey. Annstrong and Neuendorf found that. on the one hand. the
greater the amount of television entenainment exposure students had. the better off economically they
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thought Blacks were a~ compared 10 Whites.l~ On the olher hand. lhe greater the amount of TV news
exposure the students had. the lower they perceived Black socioeconomic status relative to those of Whites.
These beliefs are completely consistent with television ponrayals ofAfrican Americans during this period.'~

Thus. the research shows that the media play an innuential role in shaping public perceptions of
groups like Hispanics with which non-Hispanics have little contact. The research further demonstrates that
the media play an even more imponant role in reinforcing pre-existing negative stereotypes ofLatinos and
other minorities. Taken together. these studies strongly suggest that current public perceptions of Latinos
are at least partially attributable to media images and ponrayals. which in the case of Hispanics are over
whelmingly negative. Moreover. a number of empirical studies show that positive ponrayals of minority
groups can panially reverse pre-existing negative images. suggesting that the media's failure to ponray
Latinos in positive roles - or to even include Hispanics at aJI- has at a minimum resulted in many lost
opponunilies that could have been used to improve the Latino community's public image. The extenl of the
damage to the image of the Hispanic community - as measured by research on public perceptions of
Latinos - is discussed below.

D. ThE fxtEnt of thE Damage: fUbli[ fUCEptions of lotinos
EXlensive public opinion research has documented public allitudcs towards Latinos in the United

States. These dala demonstr.ue that non-Hispanics are largely ignorant of Ihe condition of Hispanic Ameri
cans. Furthennore. the data show Ihat non-Latinos have extremely negative views of Hispanics. views that
arc oileD wildly inCOllsistenl with the facts. Finally. the research suggesls thai public perceptions of Hispan
ICS arc remarkably similar to stereotypical media portrayals of Latinos.

Recent research shows that non-Hispanics are Strikingly unaware of the facts regarding the status
of Lalinos in Ihis country. The most compelling evidence on this point comes from a massive opinion poll
conducted for the National Conference (formerly the National Conference on Christian and Jews). which
was released in 1994. According to Ihe National Conference Survey on Inter-group Relations, 65% of
Willtcs feel that Latinos have equal opportunities to obtain a quality education. 57% beHeve that Hispanics
havc an equal chance 10 gel skilled jobs. 55% perceive that Latinos receive an equal opponunity to obtain
decent housing where they wanllO live. 55% feel that Hispanics have the same chance as Whites to obtain
cqual justice under Ihe law. and 54% believe thaI Lalinos are offered equal pay for the same work as Whites.
By 46c;~ 104 I%. a plurality of Whiles feel that Latinos can get equal treatment as Whites in obtaining credit
loans and mortgages.'~

These perceptions are subslantially al odds with the latest social science research. The data clearly
demonstrale that Latinos receive unequal educational opponunities,J7 experience enormous levels of dis
cnmination in the labor markel.'~ cncoulller massive levels of housing discrimination, 19 are likely to receive
dlsproportionalely greater sentences than non-Hispanics in the criminal justice system.20 fail to obtain equal
pay for equal work.!' and are less likely 10 obtain mongages than equally- or less-qualified White loan
apphcams.!l

Commenting on their findings. Ihe authors of the survey concluded thai:

Aserious problem for Latinos emerges in the relalively low 51 % of non
Lalinos who feel thai this group really suffers from discrimination.... Sub
stalllial numbers (of non-Latinos) feellhat Latinos are paid as well for the
same work as Whites. The facts. directly from the Census. of course. sharply

NCLR. 01/1 ofille P,ewr£,. Hi~p{/Ilics if/lile Media 21



contradict this assessment. graphically showing that Latinos receive more
than one-third less compensation for comparable work to Whites. Clearly.
the facts about discrimination against Latinos are not well known in non
Latino America. especially among Whites and AsiansY

Other opinion research shows that the perception of Hispanics by non-Latinos is not only inaccu
rale. it is overwhelmingly negalive. For example. in a 1989 survey for the American Jewish Commiuee
focusing on the perceived 'social standing' of 58 different ethnic groups, Hispanic groups including Mexi
cans. Guatemalans. Nicar.tguans. Pueno Ricans. and Cubans were ranked fony-ninth or lower: only Gyp
sies were ranked below Mexicans and Pueno Ricans. In fact. a fictitious group ("Wysians") was ranked
above five Latino subgroups in the survey.2.

Similarly. a December 1990 National Opinion Research Center poll examined public opinions and
perceptions of six major American cultural groups - Whites. Jews. Blacks. Asian Americans. Hispanic
Americans. and Southern Whites. The survey showed that Hispanic Americans are ranked last or next to
last on almost every characteristic measured (wealth. work ethic. violence. intelligence. dependency. and
patriotism). Over 80% of respondents rated Hispanic Americans lower than Whites on one or more of the
six characteristics. 25 In commenting on the findings. one Hispanic leader wrote:

We have learned from public opinion polls that many of our fellow Ameri
cans perceive Latinos to be lazy [and unpatriotic].... It is ironic that a com
munity with proponionately more Congressional Medal of Honor winners
than any other ethnic group is considered unpatriotic: (and] that a group with
the highest male labor force panicipation rate is seen as lazy....26

In sum. in part because many non-Hispanics receive most of their infonnation about Latinos through
the media. or because stereotypical media images reinforce pre-existing prejudices against Hispanics. or
because the media have failed to accurately counleract negative perceptions of Latinos through accurate and
positive ponrayals. the Hispanic community has an extraordinarily negative image in the eyes of most
Americans. Some of the consequences this negative image has for Hispanic Americans are explored in the
following section.

t Implications
Although media portrayals are nOl entirely responsible for the largely inaccurate and negative

perceptions of Hispanics by much of American society. the evidence demonstrates that the media plays an
imponant role in shaping that image in at least two imponant respects. The overwhelmingly negative and
stereotypical media image of Hispanics both contributes to the fonnation of negative pUblic perceptions of
Latinos and reinforces pre-existing Hispanic stereotypes. In addition. the failure to balance these negative
portrayals with positive Latino role models or accurate information about the condition of Hispanics. pro
motes opinions about Hispanics that are inconsistent with the facts.

The inaccurate and stereotypical image of Hispanic Americans portrayed by the media is disturb
Ing on many levels. Not only does it undennine the character and reputation of the 25 million Americans
who will soon become the nation's largest ethnic minority. it also has harmful and tangible implications for
Latinos and the entire society.
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One tangible effect of the perpetration of Hispanic stereotypes is increased discrimination. To the
extent that the stereotype of Latinos as lazy. untrustworthy. unintelligent. unpatriotic. and violent is wide
spread. it is not unreasonable to expect that such attitudes would stimulate behavioral responses by those
who hold such beliefs. The existence and propagation of these stereotypes is particularly important at a time
when overtly or blatantly discriminatory attitudes are increasingly socially undesirable. because the stereo
types provide socially "acceptable" excuses for such discrimination.

Researchers who study the nature of discrimination have described the phenomenon of"aversive
racislS." Le.. people who. like most Americans. believe themselves to be free of prejudice but who act in
ways that are unquestionably discriminatory. After analyzing a series of behavioral experiments involving
word-association tests. mock jury trials. and employee performance evaluations. a Colgate University re
search team found that factQrs such as language. speech accent. and culture - characteristics that are often
emphasized by media stereotypes - frequently explain discriminatory behavior toward Latinos. Accord
ing to the researchers:

In situations in which...a negative response can be justified or rationalized on
the basis of some factor other than meet sex or ethnicity. the negative beliefs
and feelings will be expressed: under these conditions. aversive racists will
discriminate against traditionally disadvantaged groups. but subtly and in ways
that will not challenge their non-prejudiCed self-concepts.27

Moreover. empirical research has begun to establish clear causal links between employer stereo
types regarding ethnicily and race and unlawful, discriminatory practices by such employers. For example.
a 1989 University of Chicago study based on a series of interviews with 185 employers in Chicago found
Ihal 70% of those surveyed made distinctions among employees based on racial and ethnic stereotypes.
According to these employers. Blacks and Hispanics were viewed as "lower class" and thus less desirable
employees. regardless of their actual personal social and economic characteristics. The study confirmed the
tendency of employers 10 generalize about racial and ethnic employees. and to rely on these generalizations
in their hiring pmctices.2~

Another study by University of Puerto Rico Psychology Professor Alba Rivera-Ramos has docu
mellled the existence of a number of negative stereotypes concerning the attributes of productivity of Puerto
Rican women. and the harmful effects of such perceptions on their employment opportunities.29

Asecond perhaps less tangible but no less important result of the media's treatment of Latinos is
that it severely undermines thc ability and the likelihood of the general public and policy makers to identify
appropriate public policies 10 address Hispanic concerns. This phenomenon takes place at many levels. On
one level, the underrepresentation of Latinos in the media and Ihe failure to cover Hispanic themes and
perspeclives effectively prevents such issues from even reaching the policy arena. It is highly unlikely. for
example. for the publie or policy makers to understand the need to address widespread employment or
housing discrimination against Latinos if the media fail to report - and thus the public fails to perceive 
that such discrimination is a serious problem.

On another level. negative media portrayals of Hispanics tend to undercut public support for poli
cies to address such concerns when they do become the focus of policy debates. This is especially true at a
time when. as discussed above. much of the basis for discrimination - which presumably affects attitudes
toward public policy proposals .- is far more subtle than in the past. For example. media scholar Ema
Smith has nOled that:
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Most social sciemists agree that the media can influence racial attitudes by
reinforcing racial fears. Recent studies suggest a link between news cover
age and the modem racist. who believes discrimination is a thing of the past.
and that any problems...non.Whites face in American society are of their
own making.-'u

Ironically then. the very phenomenon that stimulates discriminatory behavior - the absence and
stereotypical ponmyals of Latinos - lends 10 undermine public suppon for policy imervemions to address
such discrimination. On yet another. perhaps even more subtle level rhe vinual absence of Latino
"newsmakers" in broadca'it news documented by the Annenberg School study has another powerful effecl
- it undermines rhe credibiliry and prestige of Hispanics seeking to influence public policy. According to
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights:

Television not only repons on the events of the day but also plays a role in
selling the national agenda. In addition. it confers status and imponance on
those individuals and events that make the news.... Mass media audiences
draw the following conclusions about those selected by the press. radio. and
television: 'If you really matter. you will be at the focus of mass attention.
and if you are al the focus of mass anent ion. then surely you mUSI really
matter. '11

This phenomenon is furthered by the media's tendency to cite non-Hispanics more frequently than
Hispanics. even in news coverage of stories with predominantly Latino themes. To much of society. then.
the media"s message is: "Hispanic issues mrely matter. and even when they do. Hispanics' perspectives on
Ihese issues don'l mailer much_"

It is unfortunate that the public image of Latinos remains both negative and inaccurate. It is a
serious problem when many current public policy debates affecting Hispanics are so badly skewed by
inadequate and negative media coverage. What is perhaps even more frightening is that these effects are
likely to last long into the future. The finding that those who have limited contact with Hispanics. particu
larly children. are especially likely 10 be influenced by media ponrJyals is extremely disturbing at a time of
growing school segregation; recent social science research has found that Latinos are the most "racially
isolated" ethnic group in the country.J~ Furthennore. non-Hispanic children not only have limited contact
with their Latino peers. it is highly unlikely that they have much exposure 10 adult Hispanics due to the
severe underrepresemation of Hispanic schoolteachers and administrators: according to the latest statistics.
Hispanics constitute less than 1% of all teachers and administrators."

Finally. there is some support in the research for the belief -long-held by some Latino leaders 
that the media are comribuling to negative self-images within the Latino community itself. particularly
among Latino youth. This belief is based on several factors. First. research demonstrates that because they
are heavy television viewers. Hispanic children may be unduly influenced by what they see on television.
In one study of 5th and 10th graders in six southwestern ~ities. Latino youngsters consistenlly reponed thaI
Ihey walch more television Ihan do Dlher youth - before school. after school. and before going to bed.
Moreover. according 10 this study. 48% of the Hispanic children believed that what they see on television is
"true." compared to 41 % of the White chiidren.:U The Lichters in the 1988 American Jewish Comminee
study of high school studenls rCJXlfIed similar resulls.3

'
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Second. at least one major study found that Latino children had more positive opinions of Hispanic
media portrayals than were warranted by the ponrayals themselves. In their study of several 5th and 10th
graders in the Southwest. Greenberg and his colleagues unexpectedly found more positive responses from
Hispanic youngsters regarding newspaper and television ponrayals of their own ethnic group than from
White children. While both groups agreed that there were more negative than positive ponrayals of Hispan
ics in the media. the Hispanic children judged the images to be more positive than did the White young
sters.3~

Although there are many possible explanations for this phenomenon. ~7 perhaps the clearest and
most salient is what sociologists refer to as "internalized oppression:' the condition that occurs when media
ponrayals encourage disadvantaged groups to accept the "superiority" of their oppressors. Other studies
have found similar cOUnierimuitive resulls in other areas that could be explained by the same phenomenon.
For example. both the National Conference and the Latino National Political Survey repon that although
Hispanic respondents believe that Latinos as a group encounter discrimination. the proponion of Hispanic
respondents who agree with this statement. or of those who repon personal incidents of bias are lower than
the social science research would suggest.38

Again. although other factors could account for this disparity.39 the evidence is consistent with the
notion that irrespective of the social science research and even their own personal experiences. some Lati
nos are "conditioned" by the media to either accept discrimination or to deny its existence entirely. It is
truly ironic that. as seen above. media images both encourage discrimination and discoumge appropriate
responses to such discrimination on the pan of the broader. non-Hispanic society; it would be an even
crueler irony if those same media images also led Latinos to accept such discrimination. Thus. some inci
dents of bias may be the result of both the perpetrator and the victim of discrimination "acting oul" a media
induced self-fulfilling prophecy. One Hispanic leader has explained it this way:

[Media coverage1can condition a supervisor to pass over a Latino in favor of
an Anglo. because media stereotypes have taught the supervisor to expect
neither 100 much initiative nor too much resentment from his Latino em
ployee. On the other hand. Latinos have been conditioned nOI to expect to
much from employers. The prophesies fulfill themselves....4o

The relative absence and Ihe negative ponmyals of Hispanics in the entertainment and news media
have powerful and profound - if nOI precisely qualllifiable - cffects. Media images directly foster and
reinforce slcreotypes that form the basis for discrimination. They undermine public understanding and
suppon for policy interventions 10 address such discriminalion and other Latino concerns. and may continue
to do so far into the future due to their disproportionate inOuence on children. And they may even have the
effect of distoning Hispanics' perception of themselves and their own community.

1l1is situation is not only harmful to the Latino community. but has serious implications for the
broader society at well. As a previous NCLR repon noted:

Hispanics will account for more than one--fifth of all new workers between
1984 and 2000. and a growing percentage in the early decades of the 21st
century. As the White population ages. minorities -especially Hispanics
are becoming an increasingly large segment of the workforce.... [Improving
the condition of] Hispanics can no longer be viewed a~ merely addressing a
"special interest"; clearly. it is in the national interest.41
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As the data reponed and analyzed in this section demonstrate. prospects for improving the condi
tion of the Hispanic community are endangered by the media's treatment of Latinos. All Americans thus
have a shared interest in reversing the negative media image of Hispanics. The following section addresses
the challenges that need to be overcome in order to do so. as weD as recommendations for increasing the
proportion of and improving the status of Hispanic media portrayals.

J
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III. (holiEngEs
A. OUEruiEW NeLR DR the Media

Raul yzaguine.1euer to
Congressman Don Edwards.
May 15. 1990

Raul Yzaguirre. testimony before the House
Subcommittee on Te1ecommunicatioos.
September 1983

A1987flelel'isionf sllidy conc/udeLI llral ..RispanicsaT't! Ihe only
grollp willi a mainly negalil'e 1V image. Wt believe IlwllhT't!e years
loter Ihis problem I/QS gOllen worse and,for a number of rtQSons,
wefeelllUs negalivt Irend is likely 10 COtllinut ifkfl unchecud....
The growing mediafDeus on illegal i",migra'ion,mt ·underclos.s:
and 'lie drug problem pT't!sents bo'" a dDngtr ofperpelWlling 'he
inaccurale and negalive slereotypes of Hispanics. as well as Ille
opporlllniry 10 im,"VI'e Ille portrayals ofHispanics by Ille //lecUa.

Consciously and unconsciously. viewers lend 10 adopl/nany of
Ihe perspeclives 1'T't!senled on Ille scrun. and losu Ihe nalion as il
is portrayed /101 only ollihe evening news bur also!n silualion wm
edies, deleelive sllOlI"s.tJlUfolherfiClionol progrtJl1;min&. Ir is withl)'
acCt!pled - allellst b~' experls in the field - Ilwlllle CUrrtnl por
trayals of mi/lorities Itnd 10 T't!inforce erlmic and cuilural SleT't!O
lypeS. Hispa/lics Iwl'(' bun severely vicli//liud by such portray.
als.. HlSpal/ics /1/rel)' llPI>ftl/" on prime lime lelel'lSioll. and whell
Ilw'l do. Illey aJ"e I/sl/ally casl liS lOll" sllllus persons.figl/res ojJWI,

or .II/vel/ill' delillliliel/b

Tile medio simply do 1101 dealwilh Lalino wiles If mere is no
m~dio coverage, Illen one may well conclude IholllleT't! are no prob
lems. If III~rtQrt no problems tJ~n itfollows tilatlMrt is no nud
to evolve any solulions... Tile media in general and Iht movie in
dustry in parliculor, willi an able assisl from lelevision broadcasts
ofmovies, conslllntly por/ray Latinos in negalive sleT't!otypts.... The
images lIurl. BUI much mort Ihon wounded pride isal SlllU. Tht
distortions cT't!ale the allilUdes Ilwl are lilt basis for discrimina
tion.

Raul YzalZuine. Agenda MalZ8zine.
Janual)'lFebrual)' 1978

As the evidence cited above shows. the
problem of underrepresentation and negative me
dia portrayals of Latinos is not a new one: His
panic scholars. leaders. and organizations have long
decried the problem (see box). The persistence.
indeed. the deterioration of the situation in many
respects over the past 30 years suggests that pow
erful institutionalized conditions. both within and
outside the media establishment. contribute to the
problem: some of these institutions and conditions
are briefly assessed below.

First. conditions within the industry. par
ticularly with respect to employment of Latinos.
are examined. A major institutional challenge 10

the media within every industry and at all levels of
each industry is the virtual invisibility of Latinos
in employment overall. and panicularly in posi
tions of powcr. This is more than just an equal
employmclll opportunity issue. Without increases
in Hispanic cmploymelll al every level in every
mdustry. the illlernal advocacy for - and the tech
nical and cultural capacity to produce and sustain
- more accurate. sensitive. and non-stereotypical
Latino media portrayals simply will not exist.

Second. institutions within and outside the
industry that might be expected to help address the
situation are identified and discussed. With rare
exceptions. the evidence demonstrates that such
"watchdog" institutions. including those within the
media. independelll public illlerest groups. and
government agencies have all failed to demonstrate
a sustained interest in monitoring Latino media
portrayals. Unless these institutions begin to take
a more active role in promoting a greater number
of. and more accurate. portrayals of Hispanics in the media. improvements in Hispanics' media image are
unlikely.

6. UndHrEpnsEntotion in fmplogmEnt
As bleak as the piclure is for on-screen employment and portrayals of Hispanics in the motion

picture and broadcast industries. the siluation for behind-the-scenes Hispanics is even worse. Within the
enlertainmenl industry. for example. Hispanics are most nolable by their absence as producers. writers. and
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